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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 Millennials pose a threat to the way nonprofit organizations operate.  As the next 
generation of potential supporters to come of age, the specific circumstances they have 
faced during their formative years have made them into highly socially conscious but 
financially insecure adults.  This means their philanthropic passions have not translated 
into financial support of nonprofit organizations.  This study explores the first steps for 
organizations to forge meaningful relationships with young individuals, using social 
media as a platform for engagement.  Being the first generation born after the Digital 
Revolution, Millennials are digital natives, quick to adapt and embrace the latest trends in 
technology and communications.  This study compiles a series of social media best 
practices, as identified by various experts in the field, that can help organizations open 
the lines of communications with Millennials.  It then applies these guidelines to the 
social media activities of three Philadelphia-based organizations to illustrate how these 
can be used to generate successful engagement.  Ultimately, this study finds that social 
media and other tools of the Digital Age play a vital role in engaging Millennials as the 
next generation of supporters. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 Social media is everywhere.  That is its whole raison d’être.  It allows users to 
connect with other individuals—and even organizations and other entities—across a vast 
series of networks regardless of physical limitations.  Recent studies have shown that the 
percentage of adults online that use social media platforms has been rapidly increasing 
over the last few years.  Millennials, the generation of individuals born between 1980 and 
20001, are leading the way with this trend with an almost-unanimous social media 
presence.  Due to the specific set of sociological circumstances that shaped Millennials 
during their formative years, they pose a possible threat to the way nonprofit 
organizations engage with constituents.  It is crucial for these organizations to keep up 
with the constant evolution of technology so they can communicate with Millennials via 
the platforms the latter are already using to communicate with the world.   
 The results of this thesis are a combination of my independent research of three 
Philadelphia-based nonprofit organizations and an analysis of this data through the lens 
of the previously published materials that comprise the literature review.  The 
independent research portion consists of a close examination of the social media activities 
of three local organizations: Main Line Art Center, Mendelssohn Club of Philadelphia, 
and Pennsylvania Ballet.  This was primarily done through interviews with an employee 
at each institution, in which I inquired about their social media practices and strategies, if 
any, and how these relate to their engagement objectives overall.  I also conducted an 
                                                
1 There is no fully agreed-upon consensus among the experts as to the dates that comprise the Millennial 
generation.  Although most place the start year between 1980-1982, the end date, however, is more 
ambiguous, with some citing 1995 and others as far as 2002. 
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independent analysis of their social media platforms, including each organization’s 
primary website, to determine if they are achieving their intended result. 
 Although there is already research out there on the subject of engaging 
Millennials as nonprofit constituents, as well as using social media as a tool to achieve 
this, most of the research applies its methodology to national and international 
organizations and causes.  Very few studies focus exclusively on smaller, local 
organizations that lack the global presence, broad appeal, and brand recognition of larger 
nonprofits.  While the Pennsylvania Ballet is by no means a small organization budget-
wise, and is well known and respected within its field, its pool of potential supporters is 
limited to people with geographical or emotional connections to it. 
 Originally, this study intended to explore the subject of using social media as a 
fundraising tool specifically.  However, as my exploration of the literature deepened, the 
whole subject of social media, especially as it relates to nonprofits kept circling back to 
the relationship between nonprofits and Millennials.  While this thesis was always 
intended to explore this relationship, the focus shifted from simply being about 
fundraising efforts to being more about engagement in general, as this is the crucial first 
step that must happen before any solicitation can take place.  In the process, I created a 
profile of Millennials as a whole to get a better understanding of what matters to them 
and how to engage them. 
 With this new focus in place, I then used the secondary source materials to help 
me identify a series of best practices for social media use.  These guidelines are a 
synthesis of what the current leading experts in the field have to say on the matter and are 
grouped into three main categories: 
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• Communication: Lay the foundation for a meaningful exchange of information. 
• Engagement: Promote interaction with constituents to develop strong 
relationships. 
• Realization: Maximize resources to accomplish goals and plan next steps. 
 I then applied these best practices to my independent research to determine if the 
three organizations in question are being successful in their social media efforts and if 
this success is the result of following these guidelines, whether conscious or not. 
 Research indicates that social media is here to stay.  A study conducted by Joanna 
Brenner and Aaron Smith for Pew Research Center in May 2013 found that the 
percentage of adults online who used a social media platform increased from 67% to 72% 
in less than a year.2  Whether social media will endure as a dominant tool for social 
engagement (or whether one specific platform will overtake Facebook as the industry 
leader) is anyone's guess.  But it is highly unlikely that they will go the way of the 
Betamax any time soon. 
 Organizations that fail to establish a social media presence risk missing out on a 
wonderful, ongoing conversation that more individuals keep joining every day.  
Something that catches the eye of almost three quarters of the population is also worthy 
of the attention of organizations.  Not surprisingly, businesses have taken to social media 
platforms like Facebook and Twitter to connect with potential customers.  As Beth 
Kanter and Allison H. Fine explain, “Social media makes listening to large numbers of 
people easy and inexpensive.”3  
                                                
2 Joanna Brenner and Aaron Smith, 72% of Online Adults are Networking Site Users (Pew Research 
Center, Washington D.C.: August 5, 2013), 2. 
3 Beth Kanter and Allison H. Fine, The Networked Nonprofit: Connecting with Social Media to Drive 
Change (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 2011), 61. 
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 Organizations that make the most use out of their social media presence can gain 
a lot of insight into what people are saying about them, without having to spend a fortune 
on market research.  With a static research report, organizations can only internalize the 
resulting data as best they can, make any perceived necessary changes to their products or 
services in a vacuum, and take another stab at releasing these to the audience in the hopes 
of getting a better reaction.  Elizabeth Minton et al. point out that social media enables 
organizations to respond to customers’ feedback in real-time, engaging in a conversation 
with constituents that helps them better understand their needs and frustrations, offering a 
more interactive exchange of information.4 
 Social media not only provides organizations with valuable information about 
their constituents and how to better serve them, it can open the door to new constituents 
as well.  In a study of people’s perception of a brand based on its social media 
constituency, Rebecca Walker Naylor et al. report that potential new consumers are 
influenced by the brand’s perceived current audience.  The researchers noted that subjects 
are especially less likely to say they would like a brand when the perceived audience is 
homogeneous and dissimilar to them.5  This study demonstrates the importance of using 
social media to make people, especially Millennials, feel at home within an organization, 
since social media demographics are often not always representative of the organization’s 
demographics as a whole, as was the case with the three organizations in my independent 
research. 
                                                
4 Elizabeth Minton et al., “Sustainable Marketing and Social Media: A Cross-Country Analysis of Motives 
for Sustainable Behaviors,” Journal of Advertising 41, no. 4 (2012): 71. 
5 Rebecca Walker Naylor et al., “Beyond the ‘Like’ Button: The Impact of Mere Virtual Presence on Brand 
Evaluations and Purchase Intentions in Social Media Settings,” Journal of Marketing 76, no. 6 (2012): 109. 
  
5 
 Nonprofits struggling to make this new communication medium work might be 
tempted to abandon these efforts and retreat to the comfort of their proven methods of 
communication.  And while they might be right in their suspicion that their lack of 
success is due the fact that many of their constituents do not use the internet regularly, 
and that those that do are likely doing it for anything other than social media, Kanter and 
Fine explain that it is only a matter of time before this is no longer the case, adding that 
organizations “should prepare for a future where everyone is using social media.”6  
 In another Pew study, Kathryn Zickuhr reports that Millennials are the only 
generation with an almost unanimous online presence.  Although other generations, like 
Gen X and Baby Boomers, are starting to catch up in terms of numbers, Zickuhr points 
out that “though [Millennials] make up 30% of the total adult population, they account 
for 35% of internet users.”7  This is not surprising considering that a recent study 
compiled by Paul Taylor and Scott Keeter, reveals that Millennials see technological 
innovations as “a badge of generational identity.”  Technology is fully integrated into 
their social lives and makes it easy for them to stay in touch with their family and 
friends.8  
 The independent research portion of my study is limited to three local 
organizations to get a better understanding of how social media can be used as an 
effective means of engagement for nonprofits that lack a broader appeal.  The selected 
organizations are all in the Philadelphia region to neutralize the playing field at least in 
terms of geographic market, in addition to my own geographic limitations.  However, this 
                                                
6 Kanter, Connecting, 8. 
7 Kathryn Zickuhr, Generations 2010 (Pew Research Center, Washington D.C.: December 16, 2010), 5. 
8 Paul Taylor and Scott Keeter, ed., Millennials: A Portrait of Generation Next (Pew Research Center, 
Washington D.C.: February 4, 2010), 25. 
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thesis also uses the secondary sources’ examples of larger causes, like the Red Cross and 
the Obama Campaign, to help illustrate effective implementation of best practices.  
Although this thesis will make references to a variety of social media platforms, the 
analysis of the three primary sources will mainly focus on Facebook and, to some extent, 
Twitter.  It is worth noting that statistical data regarding internet usage or Millennials is 
derived from studies conducted in the U.S. unless otherwise noted. 
 The research also identifies several potential pitfalls that nonprofits might 
encounter when attempting to engage Millennials, as their communication preferences 
shift away from the ones organizations have grown accustomed to using.  While the 
scope of this project limits its ability to provide definitive conclusions on the best next 
steps, it identifies possible areas of further research that might help provide solutions.
 As technology is constantly evolving, the relevance of this study might have a 
very limited self-life.  While it concludes that social media can empower nonprofit 
organizations to engage Millennials, it is unclear how long it is capable of doing so, as it 
is impossible to predict what the next big thing will be in the world of technology and 
communications.  It can safely say, though, that whatever that next thing is, Millennials 
will be the first in line trying it out. 
 Social media and other tools of the Digital Age play a vital role in engaging 
Millennials as the next generation of nonprofit constituents.  Millennials are a vastly 
digitally savvy generation.  Being born at the height of the Digital Revolution, 
Millennials were the first generation that did not have to adapt to the technological boom 
that ensued.  As such, they have incorporated digital mediums into their everyday life 
with minimal effort and can seamlessly keep up with these continually evolving 
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technologies in a way previous generations do not.  Nonprofit organizations need to use 
social media tools effectively now so they can continue engaging the next generations of 
supporters and participants as well as adapt to any future technological trends.  While 
local nonprofits may not benefit from social media platforms to the same extent that 
larger, national ones might, they can still use them to engage constituents in a meaningful 
dialogue that can grow over time and through other interactions into lasting relationships. 
  
8 
COMMUNICATION 
 
 
 Social media, at its simplest level, enables people to communicate and exchange 
information with an infinite number of users around the world.  When used to their full 
potential, these interactions can spark meaningful conversations between individuals.  
Karen Lovejoy and Gregory D. Saxton suggest that information is the base upon which 
any dialogue is built.9  Any architect would agree that a base must be properly grounded 
to support any structure above it. 
 Communication best practices help organizations establish a solid foundation by 
creating a plan of action for their social media presence, gaining its supporters’ trust, and 
ensuring they are generating content correctly so it can be used to develop a dialogue 
further on.  While they may garner a lot of likes and shares, the most eye-catching photos 
or wittiest status updates will not develop relationships with constituents if there is 
nothing solid underneath them.  Having a framework is crucial to accomplish subsequent 
steps and in fact allows the pieces of the puzzle to fall into place naturally.  Kanter and 
Fine explain that good communication can “build relationships between an organization 
and its supporters, potential supporters, and other organizations in the ecosystem.”10 
 
Lay Foundation 
 The first steps of effective social media communications require knowing what 
the organization hopes to accomplish.  This is the foundation to the foundation.  An 
                                                
9 Kristen Lovejoy and Gregory D. Saxton, “Information, Community, and Action: How Nonprofit 
Organizations Use Social Media,” Journal of Computer-Mediated Communications 17, no. 3 (2012): 349. 
10 Kanter, Connecting, 65. 
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organization must identify the goal for its social media use and develop a strategy to 
achieve it.  It must also take action to actually fulfill its plans. 
 Every piece of information an organization shares on social media needs to have a 
purpose.  Most people who use social media have probably encountered friends who 
over-share by posting every mundane activity or thought that they experience.  It gets old 
quickly and eventually lands these over-sharers on people’s blocked list.  Those who 
cannot recall suffering through such posts are most likely the offending parties.  
Likewise, organizations that clog their followers’ news feeds with pointless drivel are 
destined to get unliked.  Not only would this result in a decreased social media audience, 
it could also devalue people’s opinion of the brand as a whole.  To avoid this, Frank 
Barry suggests organizations should use social media to achieve a goal or set of goals that 
ideally feed into their overall institutional plans.11  For that to happen, every single social 
media post they generate should have a precise and distinct objective.  Ann Handley and 
C.C. Chapman assert it builds momentum, explaining that, “good content always has an 
objective.”12 
 An organization’s purpose for using social media should tie directly with the 
latter’s main function of enabling conversations.  It should harness the power of 
communication and connections to further the organization’s mission.  According to 
Lovejoy and Saxton, organizations’ social media posts will fall into one of three 
categories: those that share information, ones that build community, and finally others 
that demand action.  In their study of the country’s 100 largest nonprofit organizations’ 
use of Twitter, they determined that 58.6% of tweets fell under the information category, 
                                                
11 Frank Barry, “A Primer on Social Media for Nonprofits,” Fundraising Success 10, no. 2 (2012): 22. 
12 Ann Handley and C.C. Chapman, Content Rules: How to Create Killer Blogs, Podcasts, Videos, Ebooks, 
Webinars (and More) That Engage Customers and Ignite Your Business (Hoboken: Wiley. 2012), 633. 
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25.8% under community, and 15.6% under action.13  All three types of posts can be 
effective in fulfilling an organization’s social media goals, so long as they keep the 
bigger picture in mind.  It is important to find right balance among the three categories, 
which will vary depending on the organization’s specific needs and objectives.  Knowing 
which kind of post it wants to generate, an organization can fine-tune the message so it 
can achieve maximum impact. 
 Though Main Line Art Center’s Facebook posts can all be classified under one of 
Lovejoy and Saxton’s three categories, they are more equitably distributed within each of 
those than the tweets in the aforementioned study.  According to Rachel Ammon, 
Director of Communication, the organization uses Facebook to provide information about 
classes and workshops and appearances in the local press, along with anything 
newsworthy like awards and grants.  The Art Center also builds community by sharing 
posts about their Professional Artist Members and content from other organizations that 
might not be specific to the Art Center, but that they feel their followers would enjoy.  It 
also shares images from events and classes that help build community by encouraging 
those featured in it to share with their networks.  Lastly, the organization also demands 
action with posts that encourage people to register for classes and attend exhibition 
openings and other events at the Art Center. 
 At the Mendelssohn Club of Philadelphia, Executive Director Janelle McCoy sees 
social media as a way to bring new people into the organization.  They use social media 
to give people a backstage view of what the Chorus is all about.  By intention, it is not the 
perfectly rehearsed, polished view one might get at a performance.  The organization uses 
whatever tools it can to include potential constituents in what is going on in the 
                                                
13 Lovejoy, 342. 
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background before they even set foot inside the concert hall.  “We’re about curating your 
experience,” McCoy explains, “and have you thinking about that experience way ahead 
of time.”  This objective is equally well served by posts in Lovejoy and Saxton’s 
categories of community and action.  The Chorus is not alone in seeing the benefit of 
doing this.  In their study of the social media usage of National Endowment for the Art 
(NEA) grant recipients, Kristin Thomson, Kristen Purcell, and Lee Rainie report that 
82% of the organizations studied use social media to “engage audience members prior to, 
during, or following an event.”14 
 The Pennsylvania Ballet primarily uses Facebook to promote upcoming 
performances and encourage people to purchase tickets.  Catherine Ross, Annual Fund 
Coordinator, explains they use social media platforms to supplement their marketing 
goals and reach a wider audience than their budget would probably allow via traditional 
advertising media.  Although posts serving this main objective fall under the action 
category, the Ballet also uses social media to build community as well, offering behind-
the-scenes content they hope is of interest to their more active constituents.  Ross admits 
that engaging young audiences has been a long-standing objective for the organization, 
but one that never comes into fruition due to other goals taking priority.  However, she 
sees social media as a possible conduit to generate engagement. 
 An organization’s social media objectives have to be tangible.  The generally laid-
back, colloquial nature of the social media environment does not translate to having a 
similar approach when it comes to the execution of its goals.  Handley and Chapman 
explain that organizations need goals that go beyond catchy notions like “going viral” or 
                                                
14 Kristin Thomson, Kristen Purcell, and Lee Rainie, Art Organizations and Digital Technologies (Pew 
Research Center, Washington D.C.: January 4, 2013), 29. 
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“generating buzz.”  To measure their success, goals have to be quantifiable in the first 
place, like increasing the number of followers, content shares, or comments by a certain 
amount or receiving a specific number of user-generated reviews through different social 
media platforms over a given space of time.15 
 As with any goals, organizations need to implement a strategy that will enable 
them to achieve their social media plans.  For nonprofits, these objectives are usually 
linked to a socially driven mission or purpose.  Kanter and Fine emphasize that 
“organizations need to understand how to use [the tools of social media] strategically for 
social change.”16  On Facebook, one such tool is the very one that gives the social 
networking giant its most recognizable symbol: the like button.  If an organization’s 
social media goal is to increase its followers, for the subliminal purpose of increasing 
participation is other programs by having a larger audience hearing about them, Melanie 
Mathos and Chad Norman assert that launching a like campaign is the perfect strategy to 
employ.  “By relying on your existing supporters to recruit their friends,” they explain, 
“you will benefit from the viral nature of Facebook without spending a penny.”17  
Ammon reports that the Art Center was able to successfully employ this tactic last year.  
Seeing that the organization’s Facebook followers was just shy of 3,000, she launched a 
like campaign to boost their page’s prominence and reach.  Not only did they reach that 
goal during the specified time, but it has only continued growing since then. 
 Part of developing a social media strategy involves determining the frequency of 
posts.  This will vary from organization to organization based on their specific needs and 
                                                
15 Handley, 811. 
16 Kanter, Connecting, 51. 
17 Melanie Mathos and Chad Norman, 101 Social Media Tactics: A Field Guide. (Hoboken: Wiley & Sons. 
2012), 2456. 
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objectives and demographics of their typical followers, making it difficult to set a golden 
number.  It might even change within the same organization across the different social 
media platform it employs.  For example, a performing art company like the 
Pennsylvania Ballet might have the capacity and ability to generate YouTube videos with 
the same regularity that a visual art organization like Main Line Art Center might post 
images to Instagram.  Thomson et al. reveal that, regardless of platform, an 
overwhelming majority of successful art organizations post content between several times 
per week (28%) to several times a day (25%), with 20% of them stating they post about 
once a day.18 
 McCoy avoids having too much time between Facebook posts for the 
Mendelssohn Club.  “There should be something up there once a week at the very least,” 
she asserts.  “But no more than once a day.  That’s too much for Facebook.”  However, 
the frequency within these extremes will vary depending on what is going on at the 
organization.  It might even be a little less frequent during the summer, during the 
Chorus’s off-season when the organization lacks anything of worth or capable of 
generating engagement to share.  She refuses to post something for the simple sake of 
posting.  As she describes it, people can see right through that and even resent their time 
being wasted on useless information. 
 Ammon shares that view; she does not post something on Facebook just for the 
sake of posting.  However, she disagrees with McCoy on the matter of posting more than 
once a day, which she is fine with doing so long as there is sufficient pertinent 
information to share, though she does try to avoid doing it when possible.  Generally, the 
Art Center team will post something on Facebook at least three to four times a week or 
                                                
18 Thomson, 29. 
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even daily.  Regardless of an organization’s sharing frequency, Handley and Chapman 
assert that it needs to be strategic about how often it posts by having a game plan in 
place.  “A publishing schedule is critical,” they explain, as it will “give your content 
consistency and make it easier to manage.”19 
 The Mendelssohn Club’s social media game plan, which is directly tied to its 
marketing cycle, is dictated by the organization’s concert schedule.  In the time leading 
up to each new concert, which usually happen every two months or so, there are 
dedicated email blasts promoting the performance, no closer than five days apart.  Posts 
on Facebook and Twitter supplement these efforts, all carefully choreographed to work 
with each other, which McCoy monitors to measure their impact.  “We try to keep a buzz 
that is growing the closer we get to a concert,” she states.  “It starts out small and builds 
to a crescendo.”  At the Art Center, Ammon also keeps a close watch on a very structured 
marketing schedule, which includes digital communications like e-newsletters and social 
media posts as well as mailing pieces like the organization’s course catalogue and 
exhibition post cards.  She makes sure to not have two e-newsletters go out too close to 
each other or people will get frustrated over having their inboxes cluttered.   
 
Build Trust 
 The next step to establishing a solid foundation is building trust.  Just as it is in 
relationships between individuals, trust is a key component in an organization’s 
relationship with its constituents.  Organizations often face an uphill battle in this area 
because their interactions with people are often impersonal by their very nature, making it 
difficult for individuals to connect with them on a personal level.  However, social media 
                                                
19 Handley, 1400. 
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offers them the perfect tool to combat this by allowing them to shed their corporate 
formality and get in touch with their friendly side. 
 For nonprofit organizations, which rely on charitable donations from individuals 
to keep their doors open, being trustworthy is beyond necessary; they cannot function 
without it.  Kanter and Fine assert that successful fundraising via social media requires 
that organizations “establish trust with potential donors.”20  To gain people’s trust, 
organizations themselves have to be human, honest, and valuable, which they can 
accomplish through their social media presence. 
 The first of these steps is something that organizations have long wanted to 
achieve through traditional forms of advertising.  Over the years, companies have used ad 
campaigns that convey their genuine interest in the customer as an individual through 
catchphrases like UPS’s former “What can Brown do for you?” and StateFarm’s “Like a 
good neighbor, StateFarm is there” that position the company not as a business, but as a 
helpful friend.  While these commercials have probably succeeded in making an 
impersonal entity more likeable, it is unlikely that people genuinely connect with the 
company on a personal level as a direct result.  Social media has the power to deliver 
these long desired-for results.  Minton et al. add that “social media [has] the potential to 
be a more credible advertising tool due to [its] personal characteristics.”21 
 Being human is not, or should not be, that big a stretch for organizations.  After 
all, organizations are composed of humans.  According to Kanter and Fine, social media 
engagement is simply “being human through your computer.”22  Organizations should 
capitalize on the casual and communal nature of social media to actually make a 
                                                
20 Kanter, Connecting, 146. 
21 Minton, 71. 
22 Kanter, Connecting, 62. 
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connection with constituents.  It is not about pretending to be something they are not 
through the guise of digital anonymity.  It is about empowering employees to have 
genuine exchanges with individuals that enable communication that is personable and 
inviting. 
 An organization should allow its social media team (or person in the case of 
smaller institutions) to eschew the rigid parameters that go along with its formal 
corporate identity.  The polished voice of this fine-tuned public persona that its marketing 
department has spent years honing to gleaming perfection has no place in social media.  
Handley and Chapman implore companies to generate content that sounds like it is 
coming from a human being, not a corporate department.23  The language organizations 
use should be as un-institutional as possible so their posts fit in with status updates from 
friends and family on people’s news feeds, instead of feeling like another piece of 
advertising.  An organization’s post should stand out because the writing is witty, the 
subject matter is engaging, or the image is eye-catching, not because it is bland and 
devoid of emotion.  To do this, Handley and Chapman say organizations should “speak in 
conversational tones with personality, empathy, and true emotion.”24 
 In turn, generating a distinct, human-sounding voice helps develop great content 
that can engage, stimulate, or excite audiences.25  McCoy comments that organizations 
that employ multiple people to handle their social media presence should allow each 
person to develop a specific voice, especially on Twitter.  These are often accompanied 
by a specific hashtag that allows followers to identify the specific poster, helping them 
see the company as a series of individuals rather than an emotionless entity. 
                                                
23 Handley, 959. 
24 Handley, 636. 
25 Handley, 895. 
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 McCoy has considered employing this tactic by possibly having tweets come 
“from” the Chorus’s Artistic Director, Alan Harler, who is just beyond Twitter’s key 
demographic age and barely even knows what it is.  However, as a respected and beloved 
member of the artistic community, he is known by people who do use Twitter and would 
probably enjoy getting to connect with “him,” even if posts are being generated by 
someone else on the administrative team.  McCoy recognizes that as Harler is the public 
face of the organization, people would be far more interested in connecting with him 
personally than with anyone else on the team or even the Chorus as an entity, so long as 
“his” Tweets have a distinct voice. 
 Even if people know it is not really Harler, the humanity of the interaction will 
drive them to connect.  It is not unlike celebrities that have very active and highly 
followed Twitter accounts that are actually being managed by their publicists.  Or in a 
more traditional context, it is the same as politicians and top executives employing 
speechwriters.  The public might identify one individual as the face delivering the 
message, even though it is actually someone completely different who wrote the words. 
 Ammon has also contemplated doing something similar to add a human touch to 
her organization’s Facebook content.  As a fan of the Philadelphia Zoo’s Facebook page, 
she enjoys when they allow a particular zookeeper to take over their posts for a day, 
providing information and answering users’ questions about the particular animal in their 
care.  She has noticed, as surely the Zoo has as well, that those posts tend to generate the 
most engagement, because people get to interact with an actual person about a subject 
they are passionate about, especially if the animal of the day happens to be their favorite.  
As of yet, Ammon has not figured out how to replicate this level of interaction on the Art 
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Center’s Facebook page.  She has considered doing something similar, with one of their 
teaching artists taking over for a day to answer questions about the particular medium 
they teach and posting samples of students’ works.  Ammon would like to explore the 
matter further before attempting something that will not yield the desired results and have 
a lackluster effect on people’s opinion of the organization’s social media presence. 
 The Pennsylvania Ballet humanizes its social media presence by utilizing its 
corps de ballet.  When Facebook posts are not promoting ticket sales to an upcoming 
performance, they offer a backstage glimpse into the lives of its dancers.  Due to its 
poised elegance, drive for perfection, and almost inhuman use of the body, ballet is often 
viewed as the most distant and highbrow form of performing art, with the possible 
exception of opera.  The Pennsylvania Ballet’s social media team does an excellent job of 
pushing through that perceived barrier and breaking free from the stereotype.  It 
accomplishes this with almost intimate posts that feature their many dancers both in and 
out of rehearsal.  It reveals that their army en pointe is composed of actual human beings 
who put in hours of hard work to achieve the precision audiences expect. 
 Having made a connection possible by humanizing its social media identity, an 
organization can start building its constituents’ trust.  Though being honest should be an 
obvious component of gaining someone’s trust, it goes beyond simply telling the truth.  
Building trust requires institutional transparency.  According to Beth Kanter and Katie 
Paine, “Transparency means releasing information you don’t have to and don’t want 
to.”26  Like the goofball romantic-comedy hero that admits all his quirks and bad habits 
after the second date, hoping to charm the girl with his open honesty, transparency allows 
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organizations to reveal everything there is to know about them so it does not get 
misinterpreted when the public inevitably finds out about it later. 
 Laura Arrillaga-Andreessen asserts that this is especially true for nonprofits.  She 
uses the Red Cross’s situation as a prime example of this need for transparency to avoid 
misunderstandings.  During any given fundraising effort to benefit a particular disaster, 
the Red Cross sets aside a portion of the proceeds to have a pool of funds available to 
benefit whatever the next crisis that needs their help is.  Although the information was 
not intentionally kept private, the organization had never made an effort to communicate 
it with the public.  After the September 11 attacks, people were outraged when they 
learned that the money raised was not all being passed along to the victims of the tragedy.  
The public’s anger was simply the product of the Red Cross’s standard policies for funds 
generated.  In light of this reaction, the organization realized it needed to communicate 
this practice more clearly and now includes full disclosure to every donor that makes a 
contribution.27 
 Finally, building trust through social media requires providing valuable content.  
Handley and Chapman define this as sharing knowledge and offering solutions to 
problems constituents might not even know they had.  “Good content doesn’t try to sell,” 
Handley and Chapman explain.  “It creates value by positioning the brand as a reliable 
and valuable source.”28  This is one of the reasons McCoy avoids generating posts on 
Facebook or Twitter just for the sake of posting.  She makes sure that the organization 
always posts something actually worth saying.  Failure to do so not only fails to add 
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value to the interaction with followers but also risks losing their trust in an organization’s 
page.  “You lose the efficacy of what you’re doing,” McCoy points out. 
 Barry adds that another way to build value is by surveying the market for 
“inspiration, cautionary information, and a sense of what you need to stand out.”29  This is 
why Ammon is cautious against simply duplicating the Philadelphia Zoo’s zookeeper 
Facebook takeover tactic.  She wants to ensure that any similar endeavor provides the 
same meaningful and valuable content that the Zoo is able to offer its followers.  
Successful social media posts require content that others want to see and share as well.  
 
Refine Content 
 To make a genuine impact using social media, it behooves organizations to refine 
their content to its purest form.  Twitter makes this a prerequisite with its 140-character 
count limit.  The best social media content is simple and targeted.  The process of 
refining content brings a new layer of thought to an organization’s message.  It forces 
staff members to really think about what they are trying to say and whom they are trying 
to reach.  Handley and Chapman state that an organization must know itself and its 
customers better than anyone, adding this “insight inspires originality.”30 
 This editing process extends beyond its applicability to social media 
communications into its use for fundraising efforts.  “It’s good practice to reduce a 
fundraising pitch to its essence,” Kanter and Fine claim.  They add that successful online 
fundraising requires messages to be simple and compelling.31  Simplicity is also a 
requirement to avoid creating a confusing communication environment.  Not only does 
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the content of posts have to be clear and direct, the overall mission and purpose of the 
organization should be obvious in its social media presence and appeals. 
 As already discussed, the first step to successful communication is having a 
purpose for what one is trying to say.  Before an organization can start generating good 
content, it has to determine why it is creating it or using a specific social media platform, 
since each one can influence how to best deliver a message.  According to Handley and 
Chapman, this decision-making process should be strongly influence by the message’s 
intended audience.  This evolves into a series of questions that help an organization 
determine how to best reach that particular audience and identify what kind of content is 
the most effective to reach them.32 
 Delivering a targeted message becomes especially relevant when establishing a 
baseline communication with Millennials.  As Kanter and Fine state, “Organizations need 
to connect with young people as donors in ways that are comfortable and meaningful to 
them.”33  Based on current usage statistics, social media is an ideal conduit to reach this 
next generation of supporters.  Each generation has a unique set of idiosyncrasies that 
dictate how they relate to the world around them.  Emily Davis asserts “tailoring 
communications for each of the four generations will help nonprofits engage and raise 
funds for years to come.”34 
 Due to the overwhelmingly intricate nature of social media networks, generating 
targeted content plays a crucial role in delivering a message to its intended audience.  
Social media platforms use complex algorithms to filter what content appears on users’ 
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news feeds.  Organizations should prioritize ensuring their posts land on these all-
important summaries because, as Neal Schaffer explains, it is where social media users 
spend most of their time.35  For Facebook in particular, their news feed filtering 
algorithm, EdgeRank, uses three factors to determine what content to prioritize for users: 
affinity, weight, and time decay.  Affinity refers to the relationship between the user and 
the content’s creator, which is not solely defined by their “real life” proximity (although 
it can certainly be a factor) but based more on how often the user has engaged with the 
poster’s content in the recent past.  Weight looks at the actual content of the post and then 
determines if it is they type of content, regardless of its point of origin, that the user is 
likely to interact with.  Time decay refers to a post’s lifespan and likely inclusion in 
people’s news feeds.  Schaffer reports that unless a post generates consistent engagement, 
its lifespan can be as short as three hours.36 
 When crafting message content that will result in higher news feed appearances, 
organizations should always consider their audience’s generational traits, which are often 
confused for but are not the same as life cycle stages.  In terms of philanthropic trends, 
Paul Taylor et al. report that Millennials exhibit far more socially liberal leanings than the 
other three generations.37  Davis explains that they are attracted to organizations and 
causes that can make the most impact in fulfillment of their mission.  They like being 
involved in and become passionate advocates of something they believe can actually 
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make a difference in the world, often regarding issues that actually affected or are 
important to close friends or family members.38 
 At Main Line Art Center, Facebook content is generally not geared towards any 
one specific group or demographic.  While some content might have a specific audience, 
such as information about its summer camp program, most of its posts have a broad base 
of appeal.  Ammon explains that the organization’s targeted marketing takes place in 
other efforts, such as e-newsletters and direct mailings.  The company’s database enables 
her to pull lists of specific individuals, such as parents with children of a specific age or 
individuals who have attended exhibition openings, to include them in emails and 
mailings about a specific topic that might engage them further in the organization. 
 The Art Center would also face an interesting challenge if it were to completely 
target its Facebook content to its key demographics.  While the majority of its supporters 
and students fall in the Silent and older Boomer generations, its Facebook followers are 
predominantly between the ages of 25-44, or Gen-X and older Millennials.  Interestingly, 
this particular demographic is the one that is most under-represented among its active, in-
person constituents.  However, Ammon feels hesitant about tailoring content exclusively 
toward their interests due to the risk of alienating people from other generations in the 
process.   
 Pennsylvania Ballet recognizes the need of delivering a targeted message and 
offers an interesting solution to the fear of alienating audiences.  In addition to having a 
primary Facebook page, the organization has set up three additional official pages that 
focus on a specific subject: its dance school, its young friends group, and its production 
of The Nutcracker.  According to Ross, it is common for ballet companies to have a 
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separate Facebook page for their ballet school component.  The other two pages emerged 
due to a desire to deliver very targeted content to the intended audiences of each.  The 
Pennsylvania Ballet Young Friends page, which Ross was recently charged with 
overseeing, aims to engage those seemingly elusive Millennials.  Content there is 
sometimes edgier and contemporary and is meant to appeal to Millennials with a thirst for 
glamour and style.  Although Ross is skeptical about the efficacy or even need for such 
separate Facebook pages, she feels it ultimately depends on each one receiving the proper 
attention, which comes down to having enough staff members to handle the workload of 
maintaining them. 
 McCoy completely disagrees with this practice of multiple Facebook pages.  She 
feels that having accounts on several platforms is one thing, since it allows organizations 
to reach audiences that might not be engaged in one particular way, but that multiple 
accounts on one platform can be very confusing to people.  Potential new constituents 
might be unaware of that there are multiple pages and might incorrectly start following 
the wrong one, such as a Baby Boomer liking an organization’s young friends circle 
instead of the organization’s main page.  With each page posting separate content, users 
could miss out on information that is meaningful and relevant to them and get turned off 
by a constant slew of posts that are clearly not intended for them, making them feel like 
the organization does not value their interests.  “It dilutes the brand,” McCoy explains. 
 However, she adds that the Mendelssohn Club does have a secondary Facebook 
page, which is really more of a community group for the members of the Chorus.  It is 
not findable through Facebook’s search query, making it there is unlikely that a 
prospective new supporter might follow it by mistake.  The organization uses this group 
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page internally to communicate directly with its performers, showing another wonderful 
way nonprofits can use social media to facilitate interactions among participants. 
 
*** 
 Communication best practices help organizations lay the groundwork to achieve 
effective engagement through social media.  Objectives should be precise, measurable, 
and directly connected to the organization’s mission.  One reason Pennsylvania Ballet’s 
young friends page might not receive the engagement it craves could be that its purpose 
or delivery do not feed directly to the company’s mission.  Social media helps establish 
trust between the organization and its followers by shedding the impersonal corporate 
formalities used in other communication channels and enabling transparency.  
Organizations can deepen their connections with constituents by providing content that is 
valuable, reliable, and relatable.  Once this foundation has been established, organizations 
can start using social media to fully engage their audiences. 
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ENGAGEMENT 
 
 
 Effective engagement is the central objective of any social media endeavor.  
While engendering good communication practices is a critical first step, engagement is 
the structure being built upon this freshly grounded foundation.  It is achieved by 
sparking conversations, nurturing relationships, and fueling connections.  “Social media 
use is a contact sport, not a spectator sport,” Kanter and Fine point out.  It is not intended 
for passive consumption of information; there are plenty of other avenues for that kind of 
interaction with content.  As such, organizations should not use social media platforms 
for the sole purpose of sharing information.  It needs to move the dialogue forward, 
shifting into what Lovejoy and Saxton describe as the function of community, “where true 
engagement begins.”39 
 Engagement is not only central to social media; it goes to the core of every 
nonprofit organization.  Nonprofits need to engage constituents in the relevancy, 
importance, and impact of their mission before they can solicit their donations.  
“Successful online fundraising is more complex than simply slapping a ‘Donate Now’ 
button,” Kanter and Fine explain  “It still requires building relationships and telling a 
story.”  Nonprofits and social media are made for each other; the former’s survival 
depends on its engagement of new and existing constituents, the latter’s primary function 
is to enable engagement.  Lovejoy and Saxton claim these platforms have the ability to 
promote “collaboration, interactivity, and ‘polychronic’ communication” between 
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organizations and individuals.40  Nonprofits need to maximize social media’s capacity to 
expand users’ networks beyond what was previously capable to forge relationships with 
new constituents, while enhancing interactions with current supporters.   
 
Spark Conversations 
 An organization’s social media communications have the power to generate 
engagement by sparking conversations with others, whether it is between the organization 
and its constituents or between the constituents themselves.  Organizations can 
accomplish this by asking questions, appealing to their interests, or doing something 
surprising.  According to Kanter and Fine, conversations enable people to become 
engaged in a something by triggering “the natural creativity and passion that people bring 
to causes they care about.”41 
 Many social media experts agree that simply asking constituents a direct question 
is a great way to start a dialogue.  Thomson et al. report that 52% of the organizations 
they studied “use social media to crowdsource an idea.”42  Organizations should use this 
tactic to ask something they know will get a passionate (and ideally positive) reaction 
from followers or provide answers organizations are genuinely interested in learning to 
better serve their people.  Asking a question, especially one that relates to the 
organization’s mission, “can increase [supporters’] engagement by making them feel 
closer to your organization,” Mathos and Norman explain.43  The question should also do 
more than stir the pot just for the sake of doing so.  Ammon remains skeptical, however.  
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In the past, the Art Center has attempted getting Facebook followers to post something 
specific on its page, but it has generally not yielded very high results.  It could be that the 
questions asked, while fun and inviting, simply were not relevant enough to the 
organization’s cause to really gain people’s engagement. 
 Social media enables organizations to find out exactly what its consumers think 
without expensive market research.  More to the point, they can potentially find out what 
not just some but all their constituents (at least all those that care enough to share their 
opinions) are thinking.  “If you want answers, ask everyone,” Arrillaga-Andreessen 
states.44  Furthermore, she is a strong advocate of involving the public in decision-making 
processes, such as selecting a grant or award recipient.  Her reasoning is that it allows 
donors to know exactly where their money is going and the impact it is having, fostering 
greater engagement.45  This is especially relevant to Millennial donors.  As Davis 
explains, “Millennials are much more likely than any other generation to say they give to 
‘make the world a better place.’”46 
 Another way to spark a conversation is by posting visually stimulating content.  
“Good content sparks interaction and ignites conversation,” Handley and Chapman 
claim.47  Barry asserts that organizations can engage followers by “sharing pictures and 
videos on a regular basis; all of these have the potential to start conversations.”48  
Ammon, McCoy, and Ross all agree on this matter.  As a rule, Ammon prefers not to post 
content that does not include some kind of image or link.  Even if a post is a simple 
announcement that registration for the next term is open, she will include an image of 
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students at work in one of the Art Center’s studios.  Ross reports that posts with images 
and videos are overwhelmingly more successful and popular than those without.  To date, 
the most successful post since she took over the Ballet’s young friends Facebook page 
was a Valentine’s Day message that included a photo two principal dancers (who are a 
married couple) dressed in red costumes in a romantic pose. 
 “In general, anything with images is going to garner a lot of attention,” McCoy 
explains.  Though it might seem that the Chorus’s art form might not lend itself as well to 
engaging image-based content like the Art Center and the Ballet, McCoy reports that it 
does.  It does not even have to be top quality images, either.  It is their subject matter that 
gets them noticed.  For the Mendelssohn Club, with its large group of volunteer singers, 
many of whom are heavily plugged-in to social media, the most popular images are the 
ones that include close-up views of the group.  “People like to see their friends,” McCoy 
states. 
 However, McCoy believes that video content is where the future of social media 
is heading, with even Facebook showing signs of shifting in that direction.  Not 
surprisingly, making a “buzzworthy video” ranks among Mathos and Norman’s social 
media engagement tactics.49  Thomson et al.’s study shows that 81% of the nonprofit 
organizations they studied “currently post or stream videos of their performances or 
exhibits.”50 
 Lastly, another way to spark conversations is to follow Handley and Chapman’s 
recommendation to “do something unexpected” because “elements of surprise drive viral 
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sharing and enhance personality.”51  An example of this is the Philadelphia Zoo’s 
zookeeper takeover tactic.  Not only is it a clever way of educating and engaging 
followers on a topic that they are also passionate about, it is unique enough to cause 
Ammon to ponder how she could employ a similar approach at the Art Center. 
 Another interesting way to make a splash that McCoy has observed social media 
enables is the ability for nonprofit organizations to have conversations with each other in 
a public setting, particularly using Twitter.  This exchange serves the dual purpose of 
humanizing these institutions while enabling them to have a meaningful conversation 
with each other about the issues that matter to them.  McCoy states that if she retweets 
something from the Philadelphia Orchestra, which due to its comparatively much larger 
size can be difficult to get in touch with, she is far more likely to get noticed than if she 
had approached them via more traditional mediums of communication. 
 Someone is always (or should be) listening to an organization’s social media 
community.  McCoy adds that not only is there a better chance that the Orchestra will 
notice her, she will also get noticed by their followers as well.  She concludes that 
organization-to-organization conversations through social media can be an effective form 
of communication, with the beneficial side effects of making organizations personable 
and providing followers with a dynamic, unexpected exchange that they will want to 
follow and share. 
 
Nurture Relationships 
 For an organization, the purpose of engagement is to build relationships with its 
constituents.  As explored in the previous chapter, any relationship, including one 
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between an organization and an individual, requires a foundation of honesty.  Once that 
has been established, it opens the channels for a meaningful exchange of information and 
stokes relationships from embers to bonfires.  To achieve this with their supporters, 
organizations must listen to them, value what they have to say, and involve them in the 
storytelling process. 
 Good communication requires the information imparted to be received and 
internalized.  The recipient needs to listen.  Listening is a “key ingredient for building 
any relationship,” Kanter and Fine say.  “[Organizations] must first listen to what people 
are talking about, what interests or concerns them, and how they view the organization.”  
Like never before, social media allows nonprofits to really listen to what their 
constituents are saying about them.  Kanter and Paine state that successful organizations 
listen closely to these interactions to gain insight to “identify program needs, campaign 
messaging, or other opportunities.”52 
 Minton et al. go on to say that social media enables organizations to be more than 
just passive observers of these exchanges, it empowers them to “actively develop 
dialogue with consumers to understand their wants and needs better.”53  Thomson et al. 
report that 77% of NEA grant recipient organizations they studied “use social networks 
as a barometer to measure what patrons and the public are saying about their 
organizations.”54 
 For nonprofit organizations, the act of truly getting to know supporters is at the 
heart of listening.  Conversations have to go deeper than a simple question and answer 
interaction.  Organizations need to shift their focus to the individuals they serve.  It 
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should not be just about sharing information about the organization but also about letting 
the people it serves know that it is listening to them and values what they have to say.  
David J. Neff and Randal C. Moss say, “The constituent experience is one of the most 
important metrics and it is often overlooked and undervalued.”55 
 Nonprofits that actively demonstrate how much they value supporters are more 
likely to increase their engagement.  “To build strong relationships,” Kanter and Paine 
explain, “they need to show their appreciation honestly, sincerely, and publicly.”56  Social 
media makes this show of gratitude easy and simple.  Donor and volunteer recognition 
can be disseminated throughout a nonprofit’s social network in a matter of seconds.  It 
also provides more opportunities for organizations to show their appreciation by opening 
the lines of communications with constituents to find out how the community is 
engaging. 
 Social media does have a downfall when it comes to the public’s perception of an 
organization.  The relative anonymity of their computer screen emboldens people to 
express themselves freely and often bluntly, especially when they are displeased about 
something.  Once shared, it is out in the open forever, which can make an organization 
hesitant about entering an environment that could potentially tarnish its image.  However, 
Kanter and Fine suggest that organizations should leverage criticism into learning 
experiences and relationship-building opportunities and can even result in building 
“relationships with the critics themselves.”57 
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 According to Thomson et al., “Social media helps organizations … describe how 
audiences can engage with their mission-driven work.”58  Having developed their 
relationship with followers into a community, organizations can now generate content 
that demands and attains action under Lovejoy and Saxton’s parameters.  “This is where 
users not only feel that they are making a difference,” they explain, “but start doing 
something about it.”59 
 This is exactly the strategy that Main Line Art Center implemented at the end of 
its last fiscal year.  Although Ammon has described lackluster results when asking users 
to post their own content on the Art Center’s Facebook wall or respond to a question, she 
was successful in creating that content on their behalf.  She wanted to generate engaging 
activity on the Art Center’s Facebook page to encourage people to make a donation 
during the last ten days of their fiscal year.  She accomplished this by creating posts that 
featured ten different members of the community who had given in the past year to 
publicly acknowledge the Art Center’s appreciation of their support, while inviting them 
to share what motivates them to give. 
 In combination with the Art Center’s development team, Ammon reached out to 
specific individuals whose stories she knew would be compelling and impactful and 
asked their permission to share them with the organization’s social media community.  
While the Art Center’s staff tailored the actual content to ensure it delivered its desired 
effect, the experiences being shared were purely constituent generated.  Additionally, the 
team would have been unable to identify ideal candidates if not for the fact that it had 
actively been listening to constituents throughout the year.  They made the effort to 
                                                
58 Thomson, 4. 
59 Lovejoy, 350. 
  
34 
actually connect with students and donors not as just as customers but as valued 
individual members of the community. 
 Since social media facilitates the sharing of information back and forth between 
organizations and individuals, it offers the latter another way to get involved with a cause 
they are passionate about by creating their own content to support it.  In their analysis of 
the Obama campaign’s use of social media, Lorien C. Abroms and R. Craig Lefebvre 
credit its success in part to the fact that social media allowed user-generated content to 
run in tandem with the campaign’s materials.  The Obama campaign had smartly and 
shrewdly built a solid social network that was able to advocate on its behalf far wider and 
faster than it could have on its own via traditional methods.  Social media permits 
dynamic integration of content originating from both the cause and its supporters that 
highlights “the power of self-expression by the public.”60 
 Another reason images and videos are effective in making a social media post 
successful is their ability to involve constituents in the organization’s efforts.  Maeve 
Duggan reports that nearly half of all adults online “repost photos or videos that they 
have found online.”61  Among Millennials, this percentage increases to 61%.62  As was 
learned during the Obama campaign, supporters are also more than happy to generate 
content in support of the cause.  Mathos and Norman suggest that organizations might get 
more engagement from supporters by asking them to share content that features their 
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experiences and perspectives.  By having “user-generated content on [an organization’s] 
page,” they explain, “[makes] it more of a community.”63 
 McCoy states that she wants to open her organization’s social media channels to 
her audience’s process of experiencing concerts.  She wants it to be more than a passive 
consumption of content.  However, she still finds that the organization’s audience 
demographics are still lacking a Millennial and young Gen-X component.  At the 
moment, she is taking a “wait and see” approach to try and figure out what it is that will 
make these younger audiences take that first step to attend a concert.  “Is it the music?” 
she ponders, pointing out that the Chorus itself is now predominantly composed of 
individuals in that missing demographic.  She credits this with the reason why her 
Facebook demographics lean primarily to people between the ages of 24-34, because they 
are connecting to something that their friends in the Chorus care about, but she has not 
seen that translate to in-person involvement at concerts. 
 Ross agrees that while she sees the utility of social media to build relationship 
with Millennials, engagement cannot begin and end online.  “To get the next generation 
involved,” she says, “we have to actually get them through the door.”  Kanter and Fine 
validate her assessment, stressing, “Nothing will ever substitute the power of people 
meeting face-to-face … online and on-land activities augment one another.”64 
 
Fuel Connections 
 To effectively leverage the power of engagement, organizations need to fuel 
connections and involve more people in their causes.  Having nurtured its relationships 
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with followers, an organization can expand its network by encouraging them to share its 
mission with their own social networks, allowing them the freedom to determine how to 
do so. 
 A healthy social media presence requires a vibrant and connected network that 
allows easy entry and egress.  Nonprofits should continually seek ways to build their 
networks to bring potential new supporters into the fold.  Kanter and Fine point out that 
organizations should not underestimate the power that people outside a network’s core 
can have over its ability to expand.  “People on the periphery are important,” they state, 
“because they are likely to be participants, perhaps even the core or hubs in other 
networks.”65  Furthermore, the research of Keith Hampton et al. claims “the frequent use 
of Facebook is associated with having more overall close ties.”66  As such, the reach of an 
organization’s social media impact could, theoretically, have no end.   
 It is not surprising that Davis reports that nearly 81% of Millennials learn about 
social causes through word of mouth.67  Although social media ranks lower in this same 
survey in terms of how Millennials learn about nonprofits, the data might be interpreted 
as referring to learning about it from the organization’s own social media page, not social 
media in general.  Given what is known about Millennials and the permeation of 
technology in their everyday lives, there is a good likelihood that “word of mouth,” 
which generally means learning about something through informal connections, probably 
included social media or some other kind of digital technology.  As Davis explains, 
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“Young donors want a connection to the cause through friends, family, or a personal 
experience.”68 
 This stresses the importance of having good content that feels relatable and 
human so that organizations can engage with supporters on a personal level.  Aaron 
Smith reports that 67% of adult social media users use it to stay connected with current 
friends and family members.69  Human interaction is clearly a key component of the 
experience.  Organizations must use social media for more than just getting brand 
information out to the public.  Content has to engage consumers in the same way they 
would with their friends and family. 
 Contrary to popular belief, Schaffer suggest that people’s Facebook friend lists 
are primarily composed of their closest offline connections, such as family members, 
current friends and colleagues, and long-time high school and college friends.  He 
explains that these are the people individuals turn to for recommendations and feedback, 
which is “what makes Facebook such an enticing platform” for organizations who want 
their current fans to endorse them to their closest, most-trusted connections.70  Abroms 
and Lefebvre observed that the Obama campaign’s message reached individuals not 
through traditional propaganda tactics, but “to a greater degree by their friends and family 
members who may have forwarded a campaign e-mail or posted about the campaign on 
their social network page.”71 
 Social media engagement does not need to result in more donations in order to be 
successful.  Kanter and Fine report “online giving [in general] accounts for only 7% of 
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total donations.”72  However, with Millennials so actively plugged in, it offers 
organizations an opportunity to connect with these future supporters.  As Davis explains, 
nonprofits must “meet Millennials where they are in order to build lifelong donors.”73  
Although they lack the funds to make a big financial impact at the moment, their 
engagement in a specific organization through social media equates their endorsement of 
its mission to everyone else in their network, which includes non-Millennials as well. 
 For example, a Millennial’s parent might see a their child’s check-in or post about 
a particular nonprofit.  Wanting to learn more about a cause that is clearly meaningful 
enough for their child to share with others, as most parents are want to do, they might 
discover that they are also moved by the organization’s mission.  Not being Millennials 
themselves, however, they might prefer to show their support by mailing in a check 
instead of donating online.  Standard measurement practices would not categorize this 
hypothetical transaction as being the result of social media, but it was. 
 For nonprofit organizations, a solid network should include other nonprofits in 
their community.  As illustrated by McCoy’s Twitter example, business-to-business 
interactions give organizations the opportunity to engage with each other’s networks to 
expand their own.  McCoy admits that this was something she did not anticipate, but 
concedes it behooves organizations to maximize this potential.  She points out that 
humanizing, personality-laden interactions between organizations lend themselves to a 
platform like Twitter, which is meant to have the in-the-moment feel of a live 
conversation.  The wittiest of these conversations are the ones that usually end up going 
viral. 
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 As with other aspects of a healthy relationship, network-building can, and should, 
happen both ways.  “Middle-aged and older adults place a relatively high value on social 
media as a tool to connect with others around a hobby and interest,” Smith asserts.74  The 
commonality of a shared passion for a nonprofit’s mission or particular cause offers an 
ideal platform to build relationship among its participants.  The satisfying experience of 
making new connections will increase the constituents’ appreciation of the organization.  
Thomson et al.’s findings show that social media “makes it possible for patrons to engage 
with each other.”75 
 With a solid network in place, an organization’s social media content (and its 
mission) can spread like wildfire though the network’s many pathways.  A good way to 
encourage sharing within the network is by generating sharable content in the first place.  
“Create wings and roots,” Hadley and Chapman explain.  “Ground content … but give it 
wings to soar freely and be shared.”76  Mathos and Norman are advocates of asking 
followers to share content.  While they acknowledge that the best content shares itself by 
its very nature, they add that “it doesn’t hurt to ask [supporters to share content] from 
time to time.”77   
 A major hurdle that some organizations might encounter with this step is allowing 
users to share things with their networks in their own words.  Sometimes it feels like 
most marketing departments are programmed to short-circuit at the mere thought of 
losing control of their message.  But Kanter and Fine warn that “bad things happen to 
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organizations that bring their old, proprietary behaviors online.”78  With McCoy at the 
helm, the Mendelssohn Club is certainly not one such organization.  She understands that 
a perfectly packaged message is not what people are interested in seeing.  Perfection is 
best left for the concert hall.  She points out that sometimes even a poor-quality, blurry 
photo taken on someone’s smartphone gain more comments, likes, and shares than ones 
taken by a professional photographer at a concert, due to on the image’s subject matter.  
When it comes to social media, whatever generates positive engagement, works. 
 
*** 
 Engagement best practices empower organizations to expand their networks by 
deepening their relationships with constituents.  This is achieved by initiating 
conversations through appealing content and direct interactions.  Organizations should 
then listen closely what their constituents have to say so they can truly get to know them 
as individuals deepen their investment in each other.  Engagement should celebrate 
constituents’ importance in an organization’s ecosystem and motivate them to become 
more involved in their support of an organization’s cause.  Lastly, it should empower 
individuals to share or even generate content in support of the organization’s mission to 
extend its reach through its collection of networks. 
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REALIZATION 
 
 
 The final step for successful social media use is the act of realization.  Social 
media is not a one-off project.  It is a lively, ongoing conversation that organizations can 
continually benefit from.  A message might be clear and an audience might be engaged, 
but it is the role of organizations to maintain the dialogue, which will inevitably shift in 
different directions.  They need to exercise efficiency when using the tools and resources 
available to succeed in this process, while anticipating and preparing for possible changes 
in the ecosystem.  This allows organizations to update their goals, if necessary, and 
understand what they can expect social media, or any subsequent technologies, can do for 
them. 
 
Manage Resources 
 By their very nature, the most successful nonprofits are highly judicious of how 
they manage their resources, even more so than their for-profit counterparts.  They 
simply do not have enough of them to spare.  If they did, they probably would not be 
nonprofits.  In Thomson et al.’s study, a large number of organizations expressed that 
their biggest challenge with social media was limited staffing and time.79  For some 
nonprofits, it seems, a fear of the unknown and a concern over balancing of resources has 
stagnated their entry into the social network.  Kanter and Fine say that is a big mistake.  
They tell organizations that state social media is not at the core of their mission that “it’s 
difficult to imagine any organization engaged in social change where relationship 
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building, conversations, and connections aren’t core to their success.”80  Social media 
provides a platform to enhance these very things, but content managers must be efficient 
and collaborative in order to succeed. 
 Although Kanter and Fine concede that “social media [can be] time-consuming,” 
they argue that the more time organizations spend getting used to it, the more natural it is 
to incorporate into their work flow, especially if they engage their networks to assume 
some of the work.81  This is what the Obama campaign was able to accomplish when its 
supporters started advocating on its behalf without even being asked.  Abroms and 
Lefebvre explain that the campaign was able to build multiple networks across multiple 
platforms to reach multiple audiences in a way that sparked its community’s active 
involvement.82  Had it not been for their supporters’ advocacy efforts, the campaign’s 
staff alone would have been unable to sustain those many networks long term and reach 
as wide an audience.  Instead, the staff was able to focus their time on other activities to 
benefit the cause. 
 Ross wonders if perhaps the Ballet should do the same with regards to its 
Facebook presence.  While she recognizes that multiple Facebook pages, geared towards 
specific audiences, can enable them to deliver a more targeted message, she is not certain 
that this is being done effectively enough to warrant the staff time it requires to maintain 
all accounts.  If the same human resources were focused on just one primary page, with a 
clear message and objective, it could develop a stronger engagement from its followers 
than what they are currently seeing across their multiple pages combined. 
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 Having an actively engaged network that shares the social media workload does 
not mean organizations can rest on their laurels.  There is still a lot of work to be done 
and it requires efficiency to make the most of a nonprofit’s finite resources.  “Reimagine; 
don’t recycle,” Handley and Chapman recommend.  “Good content is intentionally 
reimagined, at its inception, for various platforms and formats.”  That is precisely what 
Ammon does at Main Line Art Center.  When she sends a project out to their graphic 
designer, she starts thinking ahead, asking herself: “How can I convert that into a 
Facebook cover photo so it all looks similar and cohesive?”  Rather than starting from 
scratch using the materials the designer sends back, or worse, the raw files she sent out to 
them in the first place, she envisions the many applications a single marketing piece can 
have from the start, whether it will be via print, email, or Facebook post. 
 A knowledgeable, strategically minded staff is a crucial component of efficient 
social media management.  Organizations need to recognize their team members’ 
individual skills and areas of expertise in the context of their generational influences.  
Davis explains that before organizations can expect “to raise funds from every 
generation,” especially Millennials, they must “understand generational dynamics among 
their own staff.”83  While it is a good practice to include Millennial staff members in an 
organization’s social media team, or even hiring interns specifically for this purpose, 
Kanter and Fine warn that they should not be left to their own devices without any 
guidance or support.  The organization’s leaders should become familiar with the various 
platforms themselves to understand the particular impact each one can have so they can 
give the social media message a sense of direction.84 
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 Programs and projects are rarely efficient and successful without some kind of 
guidance from senior management.  If they are, it is at the expense of and frustration of 
an overworked employee.  Organizations should keep in mind that, eventually, interns get 
full-time jobs and under-appreciated workers quit.  As an ongoing complex conversation, 
social media cannot be the work of just one individual.  Adding multiple administrators 
to an organization’s Facebook page ranks high among Mathos and Norman’s 
recommendations “for the same reason a hotel gives you an extra key when you check in: 
in case you lose one!”85 
 In order to keep their dialogue with constituents flowing, organizations should 
avoid jarring interruptions caused by employees’ vacation times and inevitable staff 
turnover, among any other number of personal situations that could affect continuity.  
Ammon recognizes that the reason Facebook has been a successful platform for the Art 
Center is because “there are several people on staff who are comfortable with it and are 
able to maintain content.”  This includes staff members across the organization’s 
different departments, not just her own.  McCoy credits the Chorus’s more robust tweets 
to the fact that she was able to hire someone recently that has social media as part of her 
duties.  In the past, their Facebook and Twitter pages were “married,” with content from 
the former automatically going into the other.  At Pennsylvania Ballet, Ross explains that 
they used to have a full-time employee solely dedicated to social media management.  
But when this person was promoted, her new responsibilities precluded her from 
dedicating the same amount of time.  Subsequently, several employees are now 
responsible for different platforms. 
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 However, there is a genuine threat of having “too many cooks” when more than 
one person is involved in social media.  Although Ammon prefers not to post something 
more than once a day, achieving that can be challenging when multiple people are acting 
as representatives of their own departments.  As a result, it was not uncommon to see 
multiple posts appear on the same day, often within hours from each other, usually during 
employees’ normal work time.  As described by Schaffer, the factor of time decay in 
Facebook’s EdgeRank algorithm means that posts lose their relevance in the context of 
news feed ranking in a matter of hours.86  This means that all those posts achieved their 
maximum reach during the same space of time, having the potential to engage only the 
organization’s followers that happened to be on Facebook at that time. 
 A more effective use of multiple compelling messages is to space them several 
hours apart so they can keep the audience engaged throughout the day.  Ammon has 
harnessed this potential to avoid a traffic jam of information by using Facebook’s post 
scheduling feature.  When thinking about something engaging to share with followers, a 
staff member might come up multiple possibilities that are all too good to resist.  Rather 
than inundate constituents’ news feeds with the organization’s information, by generating 
all posts at once for fear of forgetting that choice content, the post scheduling feature 
allows social media managers to think tactically about what time of day would increase a 
specific post’s impact.  This is where it makes sense, as Barry suggests, to “make success 
someone’s job.”87  At Main Line Art Center, Ammon now counts on the support of her 
Marketing Assistant, Gwendoline Roget, to help manage their Facebook page.  Roget 
now funnels a lot of the content being generated by the other departments to provide 
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them with a cohesive voice and spread them over time to extend the Art Center’s news 
feed presence. 
 Ammon points out that social media can also provide organizations efficiency 
internally.  At the Art Center, Stacie Brennan, Director of Education, uses Pinterest for 
new ways to enhance their art programs’ curriculum.  Because of Pinterest’s 
collaborative nature, she can collect ideas from its creative network and synthesize them 
all in one place to come up with a cohesive solution.  It also makes it easy for her to 
involve the Art Center’s many teaching artists in the process in a way that would have 
taken long and arduous meetings in the past. 
 When determining its resource management efficiency, like whether the staff time 
devoted to social media was worth it, an organization should keep in mind the many 
long-term benefits it has cultivated by comparing them to the resources it would have had 
to expend elsewhere to achieve the same goals.  Kanter and Fine use the case of 
SeaWorld to illustrate this point.  Over the years, the company had devoted time to 
developing a social media presence to increase its fan base.  When it faced a terrible 
tragedy in 2010, and the inevitable media fallout that ensued, the impending crisis was 
quelled by the strength of its social media relationships.  Fans were quick to stand up in 
defense of the organization against the backlash from various groups that disagreed with 
SeaWorld’s decisions and practices in general and were using the tragic circumstances to 
voice their disapproval.88 
 It is possible that an organization’s social media activities might not generate the 
ticket sales or donations it hopes for, but it can spare it from the expense of dealing with a 
crisis later on.  The support of social media fans can equate with dollars in more ways 
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than an organization might imagine.  As Kanter and Paine explain, “both community 
engagement and dollars raised are important measures of success.”89  Effective resource 
management should be measured not just by its direct results but by the time and 
expenses it has curtailed. 
 
 
Maximize Tools 
 Efficiency also stems from an organization’s ability to maximize its use of social 
media tools.  Organizations must choose the right platform to deliver a given message 
and exploit its features to extend its reach.  While it is wise for organizations to evolve 
with the times by embracing the changes of technology and communications, it can be a 
double-edged sword if they simply jump on the bandwagon of the latest trend if it does 
not suit their particular medium or message.  Hadley and Chapman advise organizations 
to “play to [their] strengths;” they should not feel the need to be on every platform 
available, only the ones they will be able to use well.90 
 McCoy credits the success of her organization’s social media endeavors to the 
fact that they have not attempted to do too much.  She refuses to venture into every new 
platform just for the sake of doing so, which is why the organization still actively uses all 
the ones it has.  She has observed that platforms like Instagram and Pinterest are growing 
in popularity and acknowledges that organizations with visually driven mediums could 
really benefit from them, especially when engaging the younger generations.  Duggan’s 
recent study on people’s online image-sharing practices supports her suspicion.  As many 
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as 79% of Millennials reported that they use social media platforms to share photos that 
they themselves have taken.91  She further adds that photo-sharing smartphone apps like 
Instagram and Snapchat are predominantly and overwhelmingly the domain of 
Millennials.92  Selecting the right platforms, and using them correctly and to their full 
potential, is an important step that organizations cannot rush.  Lovejoy and Saxton use 
Twitter as an example of a platform that is often misused in relation to its potential.  
“Many organizations [use it] as an extension of information-heavy websites,” they 
lament, “[missing out on] its uses as a community-building and mobilizational tool.”93 
 Ammon admits that she is on the verge of deleting the Art Center’s Twitter page 
for this very reason.  She has neither the time to maintain it nor the content to make it 
worthwhile for followers.  At the moment, their Twitter account is simply an extension of 
Facebook, with the latter’s posts being automatically tweeted, which Ammon recognizes 
is not the most effective use of Twitter.  She would rather focus her time generating 
content for Facebook and Instagram, which she feels are suited for the organization’s 
needs.  “We don’t want to do to fifteen different things halfway,” she explains.  The 
organization’s Twitter page used to be successful when it was first created in support of a 
particular grant-funded project.  As part of PNC’s Arts Alive, Art Center teaching artists 
would visit different areas in the community in a program-specific Arts Mobile van.  
Twitter was used to microblog about the students and teaching artists’ experiences, as 
well as keep track of where the van was heading next. 
 Ross also comments that the Ballet’s Twitter page does not generate the desired 
engagement most of the time.  She explains the team has found it successful, however, 
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when it is used for a very specific purpose.  An example of this took place during their 
recent production of Peter Pan.  During one of the performances, they had a dancer who 
had been injured and could not perform take Instagram photos backstage and live-tweet 
about the performance.  It generated engagement because followers were excited to 
receive content about what was happening on and off the stage.  When using Twitter to 
provide general information, the Ballet’s staff ensures that the language and content is 
suitable for that platform.  While a tweet and status update might be about the same topic, 
the message is positioned in a way that is appropriate for their particular platforms, 
Twitter and Facebook respectively.  However, Instagram posts are automatically pulled 
into their Facebook feed. 
 Social media offers nonprofits an array of features that lighten the burden on their 
finances and human resources.  On Twitter, and also now Facebook, hashtags are perhaps 
the most powerful tool to measure impact and develop a dialogue.  Neff and Moss rank 
the use of hashtags among the top five communication trends on the rise.94  Although 
people enjoy ridiculing this practice, even going as far as using them in spoken 
conversation, hashtags are more than just a way to make a tweet look cool or relevant.  
As Mathos and Norman explain, they can help organize conversations.95  In the sea of 
conversations taking place in an organization’s social media network, hashtags can help 
sort through all the content to get a cohesive narrative of a particular issue.  There are 
also many different services available that can measure a hashtag’s frequency to help an 
organization gauge its constituents’ engagement in the topic. 
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 McCoy recently employed this tactic to great success.  The Mendelssohn Club 
recently announced that its long-time Artistic Director was retiring at the end of the 
following season.  Since she was aware of how beloved the maestro was in the 
community, when she made the announcement on social media, she encouraged 
followers to include a specific hashtag in their comments and any subsequent posts 
throughout the year.  The use of this hashtag will enable McCoy to then collect all those 
posts into a book of some sort that she can present the director upon the completion of the 
season.  In this case, the content of her social media post was so poignant that it 
motivated people to actually do something about it beyond hitting the like button. 
 Mathos and Norman also recommend organizations to livestream events, 
explaining that it “can bring [their] mission to far away supporters.”96  Although 
Pennsylvania Ballet is not quite at a place where it can afford to provide streaming videos 
of it productions, it does use its YouTube page to generate excitement about an upcoming 
show by showing footage of rehearsals.  The Ballet takes full advantage of its YouTube 
presence by having a password-protected section where it posts extended videos with 
premium content, which they share with select individuals.  Ross explains that this was 
mostly done for the benefit of certain long-term donors whose age and health prevents 
them from being able to attend performances at the actual venue, but whose passion for 
the organization had not waned.  Rather than lose their engagement, the Ballet saw the 
potential to involve these constituents in a new way by using a social media platform. 
 Facebook also offers the potentially controversial feature of boosting posts.  This 
works slightly different than running an ad on Facebook as it is still, technically, a 
standard Facebook post.  As such, the language and content should still follow the 
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established rules for a good post.  Once scheduled or posted, an organization has the 
option of paying to boost that post in people’s newsfeed rankings.  Essentially, a 
company can bypass the metrics of Facebook’s EdgeRank, to some extent, so it 
guarantees their post a place of prominence.  This has generated some criticism from 
Facebook users who only wish to see updates from their actual friends and family.  
Fortunately, Facebook also has an option that lets them do just that.  Also, boosted posts 
that appear on users’ news feeds are not random; they are selected for that individual 
based on their engagement or interest in a relevant topic, or even their demographics and 
interests. 
 McCoy is a huge fan of boosting posts.  Not only does she find the current cost of 
$5 nominal, she explains that it allows her to generate a very targeted message and have 
it reach that intended audience.  Before she could take any measures to diversify her 
audience’s demographics, she realized she first had to do the same among the Chorus’s 
members, which were relatively homogenous at the time. 
 Using paid posts on Facebook allowed her to specify her message’s target 
audience based on the demographics she was seeking (specifically men and Millennials 
of either gender), which is data that Facebook already possesses for every single user.  
She was able to position announcements about upcoming auditions, which were still 
visible to anyone in the organization’s network, directly in front of individuals who had 
maybe never even heard of the Chorus, but whose self-expressed interests matched those 
of the organization in a way that would enable Facebook to determine they might find the 
post interesting.  The success of this practice has encouraged her to cease paying for 
audition ads in traditional publications that were not providing diversity to the Chorus. 
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 In general, McCoy finds paid posts very effective.  Aside from obviously getting 
more views, she reports that these posts actually generate more engagement via more 
comments and shares.  “By spending $5 here and there,” she explains, “we are cultivating 
future audiences.”  Meanwhile, Ammon is curious to learn the results of her first foray 
into paid posts.  After considering it for a period of time, she recently decided to boost a 
post about pre-teen and teen workshops at the Art Center.  With social media having a 
general appeal for the younger generations, and the Art Center’s predominant Facebook 
followers including people who could have children in those age ranges, she felt that this 
content was more likely to have a bigger financial impact to merit the fee.  Although it is 
too soon to determine this strategy’s success, it aligns with Minton et al.’s 
recommendations on the future of advertising in response to “consumers’ shift to online 
[forms of] communication.”97 
 
Forecast Trends 
 Organizations must forecast shifting trends in the fields of communication and 
philanthropy to maintain the vitality of their network of support.  They can achieve this 
by embracing the present, changing the past, and forging the future.  First, organizations 
must survey the current landscape in the field to get a clear image of what is currently 
happening.  This then informs them about what past behaviors and practices are no longer 
having an effect and should be modified or discarded immediately.  Neff and Moss state 
that successful nonprofits anticipate future cultural changes not only so they can prepare 
for them, but also play a part in effectuating them, providing a smoother transition for 
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their constituents.98  When it comes to engaging the next generation of constituents, 
nonprofits must shift their focus to online and mobile interactions.  Zickuhr’s research 
indicates that for most Millennials every aspect of daily life has an online counterpart or 
component, from socializing to listening to music to getting news.99  Organizations need 
to use these tools as entry points into a long-term, meaningful conversation with 
Millennials while they are still young. 
 At present, the potential for social media as an effective fundraising strategy 
seems lackluster.  “Donations via social networks have had low average gift amounts,” 
Kanter and Fine report.  However, the fact that Millennials are currently the most actively 
engaged social media users diminishes this finding somewhat.  Due to a number of socio-
economic circumstances, as well as their younger age, Millennials, “have not reached 
their giving potentials yet.”100  Davis also explains that Millennials’ seeming disinterest in 
charitable giving is not the result of their young age but of the particular cultural events 
that took place as they came of age.101  It is not that they do not want to give; it is that 
they are simply giving all they can afford. 
 A recent study by the Pew Research Center reports found that Millennials are 
considerably behind in terms of life cycle milestones when compared to previous 
generations at roughly the same age.  One significant factor contributing to this 
stagnation is that the recent recession struck just as Millennials were entering the job 
market.  Those that had been lucky enough to find a job in the first place, often found 
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themselves the first ones let go when a business saw itself forced to make staffing cuts.102  
Taylor et al. add that Millennials are experiencing greater economic hardships with fewer 
financial prospects “than the two immediate predecessor generations had at the same 
stage of their life cycles.”103  As a result, 36% Millennials rely on their families to make 
ends meet.104 
 Tasked with increasing her organization’s young supporters, and being a 
Millennial herself, Ross understands this struggle all too well.  “Young professionals 
don’t have a lot of disposable income,” she explains.  She also points out that “there are 
so many different options for entertainment,” many of which are a cheaper and more 
reliable in terms of guaranteed satisfaction, that it poses a major difficulty for nonprofit 
arts organizations.  Since Millennials are used to the instant gratification of products like 
Netflix, Ross adds that it is almost impossible to get them to plan ahead or even predict 
their entertainment needs six months later, making them reluctant to purchase 
performance tickets, let alone subscriptions, that far in advance.  As Kanter and Fine 
explain, “Millennials represent a potential fatal blow to” membership-based 
organizations.  They suspect that it is “highly unlikely [Millennials will] become lifetime 
members or donors to groups like their grandparents were.”105 
 Knowing this, Ross is exploring new ways to get them engaged at the Ballet that 
break away from traditional membership models.  She has developed a new subscription 
system (pending approval from the organization’s leadership) that she predicts will fit 
better with Millennials’ lifestyle and price-point preferences.  Its main feature is 
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flexibility, allowing subscribers to choose which performance they wish to attend 
whenever they want, even the very night of the show, instead of several months before.  
She equates the idea to an open gym membership, where members have the power to 
decide if and when they wish to go in. 
 According to Davis, “Millennials’ approach to social change [challenges] 
traditional models.”  She explains that when younger people encounter organizations that 
are unwilling to adapt to include their generation’s way of making a difference, they find 
or even create alternate means to support a cause.106  It is perhaps for this reason that 
Millennials charitable giving usually focuses on, as Davis claims, “organizations with 
more of a global focus.”107  Kanter and Fine also observe that Millennials philanthropic 
passions are directed at the specific causes that matter to them, not the nonprofit 
organizations advocating for them.108  Millennials ultimately want to make the world a 
better place and will lend their support where they feel it will make the most impact. 
 Millennials are not the only ones to blame for the recent decline in charitable 
giving to nonprofit organizations.  Their inability to give should be counterbalanced by 
Davis’s observation that this is “the first time in history there are four generations in 
philanthropy.”109  Evidence suggests that the other generations are also not giving as 
much as they used to, possibly also as a result of the recession.  Kanter and Fine suspect 
that the current stagnation of charitable giving in the country partly due to organizations’ 
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resistance to evolve past their “tried-and-true methods of raising funds.”110  These 
methods have very little room in, and are not adaptable to, the world of social media. 
 With the rise of accessibility to the advanced technologies of smartphones, many 
experts predict that social engagement will continue to shift its attention on these devices.  
Their multifunctional features make them adaptable to different means of communication 
and social engagement, especially for Millennials.  Just as they have with social media, 
the younger generation has incorporated mobile devices into all facets of their day-to-day 
routine.  Pew Research Center reports that 83% of Millennials sleep with their phones 
next to or even on their beds and regard them “as a necessary and important appendage” 
in their lives.111 
 McCoy in particular is eager to embrace this trend.  She points out that even lower 
income populations have access to smartphones now, reducing the risk of excluding 
segments of the population by shifting to communication efforts that require smartphone 
ownership.  She is starting to think ahead to ways she can utilize smartphones to deliver 
her organization’s message in a way that capitalizes on their functionality and 
interactivity, perhaps even creating an app for the organization.  Schaffer agrees that 
organizations need to embrace smartphones as part of their communication practices.  
Those that have not already should start by optimizing their social media platforms for 
mobile interactions.112 
 
*** 
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 Realization best practices empower organizations to think efficiently and 
strategically about how they are using their resources.  They validate decisions by 
illustrating the sometimes-unexpected benefits social media can yield.  They maximize 
results by selecting platforms that best deliver the organization’s message, exploiting all 
their features to their fullest.  In the process, organizations should be mindful of the 
inevitable changes in the landscape and be prepared to evolve with the rest of society. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
 Social media and other tools of the Digital Age play a vital role in engaging 
Millennials as the next generation of nonprofit constituents.  The evidence indicates that 
social media is on the rise across all generations.  And while each particular platform, 
like Facebook or Twitter, might appeal to one segment of the population or another, they 
can all be used as effective means of communication.  Organizations can achieve this by 
establishing a strategy to achieve communication objectives, engaging constituents in 
meaningful conversations, and realizing their full potential by maximizing their resources 
and anticipating change. 
 Millennials are more connected to the world around them through the many 
platforms of social media than ever before.  While it is unclear if Facebook will remain 
the medium of choice for this generation, it is likely that social media will always play a 
part in their personal interactions.  The three primary organizations examined in this 
thesis, Main Line Art Center, Mendelssohn Club of Philadelphia, and Pennsylvania 
Ballet, have all embraced the social media trend to engage not just Millennials but their 
whole constituency as well.  Their biggest concern at the moment is finding ways to 
convert these young followers into actual donors as well. 
 The short answer is that they cannot – at least, not right now.  Several socio-
economic factors have severely crippled Millennials’ capacity to give.  This should not be 
confused with a lack of philanthropic interests, as studies suggest that Millennials are 
actually more socially conscious than any of the other generations and are extremely 
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passionate about making the world a better place.  Lackluster financial gains as a result of 
social media advocacy should not discourage organizations from continuing these 
pursuits.  If they deliver their message correctly, it can have an immense impact on 
Millennials and start building a meaningful, personal relationship with them. 
 For smaller non-national nonprofits, like the ones in this study, it is especially 
critical that they turn to their social media platforms as a way of involving people in their 
missions, not their institutions.  Evidence suggests that Millennials become more invested 
in causes than they do in organizations.  They are not interested in memberships or 
subscriptions; they care about making a difference.  This could threaten the very 
existence of nonprofits that fail to start thinking of ways to evolve with this changing 
climate.  Location-based organizations that lack a broad appeal must shift the focus of 
their engagement efforts to their missions and their ability to create an impact.  They 
should maximize social media’s infinite reach to communicate this mission in a way that 
motivates people to get involved regardless of their actual physical proximity. 
 One possible way to overcome this challenge, which has been explored in the past 
to varying degrees of success, is forming alliances with other organizations by pooling 
their resources to increase their reach.  However, instead of associating with 
organizations that share a particular medium, nonprofits should band with one another 
based on the core purpose of their missions.  This will enable them to deliver clear, 
impactful messages that catch the attention of younger constituents and give them a cause 
to invest in.  Organizations must adapt to Millennials’ proclivity towards digital 
technology and social media so they can start a conversation with them on their turf and 
in their language to start engaging them as the future of philanthropy. 
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